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A Prostitute’s Progress: Male Prostitution in Scientific 
Discourse 
 
 
This paper examines discourses of male prostitution through an analysis of scientific texts.  A 
contrast is drawn between nineteenth century understandings of male prostitution and twentieth 
century accounts of male prostitution.  In contrast to female prostitution, male prostitution was 
not regarded as a significant social problem throughout the nineteenth century, despite its close 
association with gender deviation and social disorder. Changing conceptions of sexuality, 
linked with the emergence of the ‘adolescent’, drew scientific attention to male prostitution 
during the 1940s and 1950s.  Research suggested that male prostitution was a problem 
associated with the development of sexual identity.  Through the application of scientific 
techniques, which tagged and differentiated male prostitute populations, a language developed 
about male prostitution which allowed for normative assessments and judgements to made 
concerning particular classes of male prostitute.  The paper highlights how a broad distinction 
emerged between public prostitutes, regarded as heterosexual/masculine, and private 
prostitutes, regarded as homosexual/ effeminate.  This distinction altered the way in which male 
prostitution understood and governed, allowing for male prostitution to be constituted a public 
health concern.   
 
Introduction 
 
In this paper I argue that male prostitution has been rendered socially problematic in recent 
times.  This is hardly a unique position (see Davies and Feldman 1999).  However, this 
commentary will differ from others in its insistence that prostitution has not always been a 
‘social’ problem and through its emphasis on paradigmatic shifts in understandings of male 
prostitution.  While male prostitution has invariably been problematic, it has only recently been 
rendered socially problematic.  As a social problem male prostitution has not only been 
problematised in a unique manner (as a biopolitical issue) but it has also been managed through 
specific techniques that have had the strategic objective of normalisation.
1
 Yet, the conditions 
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have not always existed for prostitution to be understood as socially problematic.  In previous 
periods ‘male prostitution’, or what we today would recognise as such, has been problematised 
according to moral, spiritual or ethical frameworks.  Yet, as a social problem, male prostitution 
has been constituted in a unique and specific manner. Our contemporary understanding of 
prostitution has been framed by historically situated technologies, which have allowed for 
researchers to closely examine this behaviour in a variety of contexts. 
 
This paper is concerned with the discursive constitution of male prostitution as a problem of 
governance. The paper will examine why male prostitution did not emerge as a problem of 
governance, as female prostitution had during the nineteenth century or early-twentieth century.  
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, male prostitution was understood as a moral 
problem, typically associated with gender deviation or the crossing of class boundaries.  By the 
mid-twentieth century, male prostitution was understood through a scientific lens, and typically 
associated with intergenerational sex and economic exploitation.  Male prostitution has been 
transformed from being a mroal aberration of limited social significance into a social problem 
associated with issues of health and welfare. This shift in understanding, which has allowed for 
male prostitution to be classified as a public health problem during the era of HIV/AIDS, will be 
analysed. 
 
A key theme of this discussion is that a scientific understanding of male prostitution helped to 
articulate and animate it as a social problem. Scientific discourses of prostitution have certain 
qualities that distinguish them from earlier religious or political accounts of prostitution.  A 
characteristic feature of scientific accounst of prostitution has been a concern with the prostitute 
subject, who is transformed into an object of research. Scientific technologies have exposed 
the body of the prostitute to numerous prying eyes, producing knowledge that has been 
integral to the governance of prostitution. As will be shown here, scientific accounts of 
prostitution have been largely preoccupied with etsbalishing aetiological accounts of 
prstitution which have been intrgal to a task of catgeorising prostitutes and locating 
them in relation to normative schema. 
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Through an understanding of the prostitute subject it becomes possible to establish certain truths 
about prostitution.  Perhaps the most striking development to have occurred with the 
scientisation of male prostitution was the expansion of the range of meanings that became 
available to describe male prostitutes.  It has become possible during the last fifty years to speak 
of male prostitutes as both agents and victims, as dangerous and endangered, and even as lustful 
and frigid.  The multiplication of meanings around male prostitution amplified the significance 
it was accorded in socio-political debate. A discursive analysis of scientific texts concerned with 
male prostitution will help to elaborate upon these meanings, and highlight how a specific 
‘problematics of rule’ (Rose 1993: 288; Rose 1996: 285) developed around prostitution, the 
characteristic features of which dominate contemporary thinking.  
 
Male Prostitution as Unnatural 
 
Both male prostitution and female prostitution were problematised during the nineteenth century 
as negations and transgressions of gendered norms, yet a close association of male prostitution 
with effeminate behaviour led it to be increasingly associated with an emergent discourse on 
homosexuality that linked same-sex desire with gender transgression.
2
 This is not to infer that 
either prostitution or same-sex desire had not been understood with reference to gender prior to 
this juncture.  What was different during the nineteenth century was the understanding of gender 
deviation current to the period.  The development of normative understandings of gender 
allowed for new evaluations of sexually anomalous behaviour to develop.  It became possible to 
categorise and rank gendered anomalies according to the degree to which behaviours departed 
from normative standards of femininity and masculinity. 
 
Whilst male prostitution might be compared with female prostitution, so far as it represented a 
negation of normal gendered forms, it was also constructed very differently. In contrast to 
femininity, masculinity was translated as being a secondary problem of governance during the 
nineteenth century. There were no great public debates about the causes and consequences of 
male prostitution. Indeed, the term ‘prostitute’ remained closely identified with female 
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behaviour throughout the nineteenth century, despite its occasional association with male 
behaviour. 
 
A detailed aetiological understanding of male prostitution did not eventuate during the 
nineteenth century.  Male prostitution represented a problem enmeshed with, and subsumed 
within, the emerging problem of homosexuality. This is not to suggest that men did not engage 
in commercial sex with other men at this time, historical evidence indicating that as early as the 
eighteenth century commercial sexual contact between men frequently occurred in European 
metropolitan centres such as London (see Bray 1988; Norton 1992).  However, such behaviour 
was often not recognised as prostitution.  No distinction emerged during this period to 
distinguish same-sex desire from commercial sexual activity involving males, both being 
conflated and assumed to be indistinguishable. Furthermore, if such behaviour was to be 
publicly identified and problematised it was often for reasons quite distinct from comparable 
behaviour on the part of females.  What is significant about male prostitution during the 
nineteenth century is not so much that it existed in a highly organised and elaborate manner but, 
as Weeks (1992: 49-50) observes, legal and medical attitudes towards it appeared to be 
inconsistent.   
Both male prostitution and female prostitution were problematised during the nineteenth 
century as negations and transgressions of gendered norms, yet a close association of 
male prostitution with effeminate behaviour led it to be increasingly associated with an 
emergent discourse on homosexuality that linked same-sex desire with gender 
transgression. This is not to infer that either prostitution or same-sex desire had not been 
understood with reference to gender prior to this juncture.  What was different during 
the nineteenth century was the understanding of gender deviation current to the period.  
The development of normative understandings of gender allowed for new evaluations of 
sexually anomalous behaviour to develop.  It became possible to categorise and rank 
gendered anomalies according to the degree to which behaviours departed from 
normative standards of femininity and masculinity (see Chapters 4 and 5). 
It was proposed by nineteenth century sexologists that there were various ‘degrees’ of 
homosexual desire (see Birken 1988).  Some types of homosexuality were distinguished 
as congenital or inherited, whereas others were deemed to be ‘acquired’ through 
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situational processes, contingent on an individual’s ability to reason and act responsibly.  
Congenital or hereditary homosexuals (inverts) were generally thought to be 
distinguishable by their effeminate appearance and behaviour, while ‘situational’ 
homosexuals (perverts) were claimed to be more masculine in appearance and 
behaviour (see Hirschfeld 1956: 200).
1
 These attitudinal and behavioural constructions 
of homosexual desire were to influence understandings of male prostitution.  
 
Male prostitution was regarded as a problem that involved a minority of perverts who could be 
clearly distinguished from other members of the population.  Male prostitutes were regarded as 
having no firm links with the social body; as perverts they were thought to reside outside the 
social body.  In contrast, female prostitution came to be regarded as a biopolitical problem 
during the nineteenth century (reference).  Female prostitution was no longer just a moral 
dilemma; it emerged as a threat to issues of national stability through its construction as 
a ‘public health problem’.  Female prostitutes were firmly associated with the spread of 
sexually transmitted diseases which, in turn, were linked national health and national 
security. The threat of prostitution was articulated with reference the contamination of 
unborn children and military servicemen. Hso great was the concern that prostitution 
diminished the capapcity of servicemen that arsh Contagious Diseases legislation was 
introduced in Britain and many colonies   Female prostitution was, quite literally, the ‘ 
great social evil’ of the Victorian Age.  
 
The social dislocation of male prostitution can be gauged with respect to the intermittent 
attention accorded ‘molly houses’ (male brothels). In May 1810 a public-house called the White 
Swan in Vere Street, London, was sensationally exposed as a molly house.  Three men were 
arrested, pilloried in the Haymarket, and imprisoned.  A contemporary account described the 
wrath of the mob towards these men to have been the most furious ever witnessed in London.  
Persons of all social classes (men and women) were reported to have joined in the torment of 
the prisoners who were pelted with mud, rotting food, animal corpses and dung with such 
                                                 
 
1
 The term invert was associated with the notion of ‘congenital inversion’, a term used in late 
nineteenth century sexology (see Krafft-Ebing (1965 [1886]) to describe homosexuality as a 
psychosexual disorder, resulting from a discrepancy between emotional gender and physical 
gender.  Congenital homosexuality was described as a medical or psychological abnormality as 
opposed to moral error resulting from individual choice.  In contrast the term ‘pervert’ was used 
to define a person who engaged in situational or irregular homosexual activities but who also 
favoured heterosexual contacts. 
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ferocity that the extent of their wounds made them appear inhuman, their faces totally disfigured 
— looking like “living dung-hills” — by the severity of the blows which they received (see 
Bloch 1996: 408-412).  Their arrests were followed by the confession (said to have involved 
such heinous details that the transcriber had difficulty taking it all down) of a soldier named 
White who was identified as having been a popular ‘lady’ of the club, where men were reputed 
to have taken on ‘passive’ sex roles and went under feminine alias.  It was reported that White 
had been a “favourite” of a Lieutenant Hepburn, a frequent visitor of the club.  Both White and 
Hepburn were convicted of sodomy and publicly hanged.  
 
Vere Street became notorious not because it involved something that resembled prostitution or 
involved men desiring sexual contact with other men; these factors are significant aspects of the 
dramatisation of the incident, but alone they were not enough to ensure its public notoriety.  
Bray (1988) has argued of molly houses that contemporary journalists were provoked and 
shocked by the extravagant effeminacy and transvestism they could involve.  What both 
titillated and concerned the public about Vere Street was the way in which it appeared to 
confuse and mock established social conventions.  
 
Sensationalised accounts made much of the way in which those who visited and worked at Vere 
Street mocked or simulated conjugal relations.  The problem here was not just that one partner 
in such marriages was male and thus ‘appropriated’ a ‘passive’ feminine role, but that the Vere 
Street marriages often joined men of very different social backgrounds in a very public manner.  
The severity of the punishment meted out to White and Lieutenant Hepburn indicated that what 
troubled authorities about Vere Street was that it came to represent a space in which dominant 
social hierarchies and codes of behaviour challenged, subverted and thereby immoralised and 
outraged the social order. Yet, for all the loathing they invoked, the activities of molly houses 
appeared ‘cultish’ and strange.  Female prostitution was understood very differently, feminine 
virtue and purity being closely associated with biopolitical issues involving hygiene and 
reproduction.  These issues worked to constitute female prostitution as a major problem of 
governance during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, particularly in relation to 
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venereal disease and the ‘white slavery’ (see, among others, Acton 1972 [1857]; Walkowitz 
1980; Corbin 1990; Mahood 1990; Spongberg 1997). 
 
Scientific Accounts of Male Prostitution 
 
During the middle decades of the twentieth century there was a shift in the way in which male 
prostitution was characterised in popular and official discourse. Male prostitutes came to be 
depicted as young, innocent victims of older, predatory perverts.  During this period it was 
understood to be the duty of the law and agencies of enforcement to protect ‘ignorant’ young 
males from the ‘unnatural lusts’ of older men (see Weeks 1992; Wotherspoon 1991).  
Increasingly, young males involved in prostitution were portrayed as weak and lacking in 
judgement, it finally eventuating that they were not automatically classified as ‘homosexuals’.  
The nineteenth century understanding of the male prostitute as an effeminate outsider did not 
simply vanish, but instead came to exist alongside imagery of the male prostitute as a youthful 
victim of perverts. The uniting of these seemingly contradictory images, in what would appear 
as a coherent narrative framework, was achieved in the post-war period through the ‘scientific’ 
classification of male prostitutes into homosexual and heterosexual sub-groupings. 
 
In the decades which immediately followed the Second World War male prostitution came to be 
treated as socially problematic in a range of texts.  Accounts of male prostitution developed 
which spoke of causes of male prostitution and distinguished between effeminate and masculine 
‘types’ of prostitute. There was no single ‘cause’ for this shift towards a highly elaborate 
scientific understanding of male prostitution, although a number of events, which can only be 
briefly dealt with here, seem to have provided male prostitution with increased visibility during 
the period.  In broad terms, a shift occurred in the way in which sexual behaviour was 
understood and governed in the post-war period.   
 
Older biopolitical problems were reformulated during the post-war period.  While the spectre of 
venereal disease, long associated with female prostitution, was to disappear from the political 
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landscape during the post-war period, homosexuality emerged as an equally troubling ‘social 
evil’.  Like venereal disease it threatened to sap national health and morality as well as 
undermine economic and military efficiency (see Davenport-Hines 1990: 300-301; Haste 1992: 
168-169). Katz, (1990: 21) writing about the ‘heterosexualisation of social life’ in post-war 
America, argues ‘the idea of the feminine female and masculine male as prolific breeders’ was 
‘reflected in the stress, specific to the late 1940s, on the homosexuals as a sad symbol of 
sterility’.  Wartime concerns over population did not recede during this period, but were 
reformulated, with a smaller and more privatised family unit coming to be mobilised as a central 
instrument to achieve governmental objectives.  
 
Changing understandings of sexual behaviour raised new questions concerning the governance 
of sexual behaviour. For example, Kinsey’s famous reports on human sexual conduct appeared 
at this time, signalling what many have since been read as a ‘liberal’ re-interpretation of human 
sexual behaviour that was to mark the period (see Kinsey et al. 1948, 1965 [1953]).  These 
reports dispensed with earlier static readings of sexual behaviour in favour of a more fluid 
reading.   Revelations concerning the apparent variability of sexual behaviour prompted a 
rethink of practices for governing sexual behaviour.  Medicine and the social sciences became 
increasingly involved in the management and ‘treatment’ of sexual anomalies, as the viability of 
socio-sexual engineering became widely accepted in the community. The family also came to 
play an important role in the management of sexual behaviour, parents monitoring and 
instructing youth on a day-to-day basis to ensure healthy sexual development and normal sexual 
functioning.    
 
The viability of socio-sexual engineering was apparent with the post-war construction of 
‘adolescence’. A wide variety of social scientific texts of the period mark adolescence out as a 
phase of life imbued with great socio-sexual significance (see, among others, Flemming 1948; 
Hurlock 1949; Wittenburg 1959).  Adolescence came to be viewed as a problem of governance, 
particularly in relation to ‘normal’ sexual development and functioning.  Adolescence was 
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identified as the site in which sexual identification and desire developed, where life-long sexual 
habits formed, and were the ‘truth’ of sexual orientation revealed itself.  
 
These new understandings of youth and sexuality significantly informed understandings of male 
prostitution.  During the 1950s and 1960s male prostitution became a problem because it was 
typically thought to involve young, heterosexual men.  What rendered male prostitution a 
governmental problem was the idea that such men could be ‘treated’ through practical welfare 
of medical interventions. Whereas the ‘molly’ had been treated with contempt and loathing, the 
‘hustler’, who came to represent the ‘typical’ male prostitute during the late twentieth century, 
was often regarded with a mixture of pity and compassion.    
 
In one of the first studies of male prostitution Freyan (1947), a clinical psychiatrist, presented 
the case study of a nineteen year-old white male sent to the Delaware State Hospital to be 
‘treated’ for homosexuality.  The patient, identified by Freyan as a male prostitute, was said to 
have adopted an ‘aggressive’ homosexuality; that is, he self-identified as homosexual.  A 
teacher’s report (included in the study uncritically as evidence) noted that the patient’s 
homosexuality was not of the type normally found in pubescent boys and girls, the patient 
having pursued other males and “persuaded” them to use him as a “passive” partner in sexual 
relations.  It was also noted that at one institution, in which the patient had previously spent time 
for committing a petty crime, he had corrupted other boys to the extent that he was placed in 
separate sleeping quarters.  Moreover, when he had been arrested by police (not initially for 
prostitution but for wearing a naval uniform in an unauthorised manner) he confessed to police 
that he had been “frilled” engaging in the pursuit of young soldiers and sailors, Freyan 
concluding that he was “proud” of his ability to attract other men.  Freyan (1947: 94) went on to 
point out that the absence of any kind of self-criticism and inner conflict in the patient “proved 
to be a severe obstacle to psychotherapy”, being symptomatic of a psychopathic personality 
make-up. As such he concluded that lobotomy was the only option left open for ‘treatment’ that 
could curtail the patient’s current behaviour. 
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In Freyan’s study the male prostitute still figures as an exotic subject or pervert. The legacy of 
nineteenth century constructions of male prostitution are still strongly evident in his 
understanding of male prostitution.  During the same year as Freyan released his study, William 
Marlin Butts (1947), an American clinical psychologist, released a very different account of 
male prostitution.  Butts argued for the establishment of a centre wholly devoted to the study of 
male prostitution, anticipating that such a centre would allow for the development of a more 
humane approach to the problem of male prostitution.  He observed: 
 
So little is known about therapy in this field that such an institution would necessarily be 
experimental. It would give an opportunity for psychologists and physicians to study 
enough cases to make some definite findings. It would offer the boys a chance to adjust 
under skilled and sympathetic guidance. It would permit those who had a possibility of 
normal development [heterosexuality] a chance to make good and allow continued 
treatment for those who required it (Butts 1947: 679). 
 
Butts’ work can be distinguished from Freyan’s by the clear distinction he draws between 
prostitution and homosexuality.  In Freyan’s study male prostitution was still conflated with 
homosexuality.  Freyan’s male prostitute was ‘a homosexual’.  In contrast, Butts distinguished 
male prostitution from homosexuality, his fieldwork leading him to conclude that many male 
prostitutes were actually heterosexual in orientation.  The discovery of the heterosexual male 
prostitute was to challenge the way in which male prostitution had previously been understood, 
allowing for a new understanding of male prostitution to emerge. 
 
Some of the preoccupations and concerns of the new understanding of male prostitution are 
captured in a study of young Danish prostitutes by Jersild (1956), a former chief of the 
Copenhagen morality police.  The study was, in its day, the most extensive study of male 
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prostitution ever to have been undertaken, informing many of the studies which followed it.  
Jersild produced a number of case studies of male prostitutes and complied statistical data from 
“ observations made by the Morality Department of the Copenhagen Police in the course of a 
special investigation which it was my duty to organise”.  He also gathered data from “records 
concerning  boys at reformatories or other similar institutions” (Jersild 1956: 41). 
 
Jersild’s prostitute was a young male delinquent (older males were thought to offer little 
attraction for the client who was characterised as a homosexual) who, far from being understood 
to be a pervert, or even a criminal, was perceived to be a victim of circumstance.  Furthermore, 
Jersild noted that conventional forms of punishment were unlikely to alter the behaviour of male 
prostitutes (he came to this conclusion under the impression that conventional prisons and 
asylums were the natural breeding grounds of homosexual behaviour), unable to either 
rehabilitate or prevent their behaviour.  Jersild argued on humanitarian grounds for a change in 
the Danish penal code that had required imprisonment for persons who receive payments for 
sexual acts with persons of the same sex, arguing punishment to be a non-deterrent and 
inappropriate means for addressing the circumstances of specific sub-populations such as young 
offenders.  Youths, who were found to be in circumstances that predisposed them to 
prostitution, were to be offered “assistance and guidance”.  
 
For Jersild male prostitution was a problem that required its own distinct forms of management.  
What had led Jersild to this conclusion?  Perhaps, more than anything else, it was his interest in 
the sexuality of the male prostitute as he, like Butts before him, came to the conclusion that the 
typical male prostitute was a heterosexual.  This revelation constituted a paradigmatic shift in 
the way in which male prostitution was conceptualised, which was to alter the governance of 
male prostitution. 
 
Sexualisation/Masculinisation 
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With the exception of Jersild (1956), most early clinical scientific and social scientific accounts 
of male prostitution emerged in the United States and Great Britain.
3
 In both countries, 
homosexuals and adolescents came to be viewed as potentially problematic populations. 
Discourses of homosexuality and adolescence strongly influenced the way in which research 
into prostitution was conducted.  There were two directions for research into male prostitution.  
The first, which may be called ‘sociological’, was largely concerned with deviant subcultures, 
be they delinquent youth (Reiss 1961, Harris 1973) or homosexuals (Hauser 1962; Humphreys 
1970). Research of this type could be anecdotal, data from ‘interviews’ presented in a literary 
style, with few details of methodology provided (see Ravin: 1963).  This type of research, 
although influential, was generally rare, despite a gradual growth in studies of this type during 
the 1960s.  The second direction of research into male prostitution predominantly followed 
clinical approaches which understood male prostitution in terms of socio-pathology (see 
MacNamara 1965; Craft 1966; Ginsburg 1967; Diesher et al. 1969; Gandy and Diesher 1970; 
Russell 1971; Coombs 1974; Caukins and Coombs 1976; Allen 1980; Earls and David 1989). 
This work was composed largely of individual case studies which sought to extract specific 
details concerning the aetiology of male prostitution and the identity of the male prostitute. This 
work drew upon earlier sexological understandings of male prostitution as well as contemporary 
sociological research.  
 
A central concern of scientific research into male prostitution has been the sexuality of both 
prostitute and client. Often studies have taken a behaviourist approach to issues of sexuality, 
attempting to establish a causal connection between the development of an adult homosexual 
identity and earlier sexual behaviours occurring in childhood or adolescence.  Moreover, studies 
have predominantly adopted a dichotomous understanding of sexuality which divides all sexual 
behaviours into bi-polar spheres: male prostitutes are assumed to be either homosexual or 
heterosexual (some accounts include bisexuality), the implication being that homosexuality is a 
homogeneous category, and that sexuality is an immutable state (see Craft 1966; Deisher et al. 
1969; Gandy and Deisher 1970; Russell 1971; Coombs 1974). Early researchers seem to have 
correlated non-masculine behaviour, appearance and mannerisms with homosexuality, and 
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hyper-masculine characteristics with heterosexuality.  MacNamara (1965), for instance, defined 
male prostitutes as being predominantly effeminate/homosexual, while Ginsburg (1967) defined 
male prostitutes as masculine/heterosexual. 
 
The scientific narrative of male prostitution sought to understand the aetiological dimensions of 
male prostitution and classify male prostitutes into distinct types. A normative understanding of 
male prostitution developed in which male prostitutes were divided and hierarchically ordered 
according to the degree by which they departed from masculine standards. During the post-war 
period, it was not unusual to find male prostitutes portrayed as ‘casual’ or ‘situational’ perverts, 
while their clients were presented as ‘homosexuals’. This understanding of male prostitution 
strengthened rather than challenged the view of male prostitution as exploitative, reinforcing the 
emerging view that the male prostitute was a ‘victim’.  However, the idea of the male prostitute 
as victim did not automatically displace other, perhaps less sympathetic, understandings of male 
prostitution, nor did it prevent other understandings of male prostitution emerging, it being 
some time before this particular representation of the male prostitute (as heterosexual victim) 
became established as the narrative representation of male prostitution. The idea that the male 
prostitute was hyper-masculine, a common claim made within scientific studies of male 
prostitution, was premised on the possibility of identifying and describing effeminate classes of 
male prostitute.  
 
Two events occurred during the post-war period that seem to have a considerable impact on the 
way in which male prostitution was subsequently understood.  Firstly, the male prostitute was 
no longer regarded as effeminate: no longer was male prostitution associated with transvestitism 
as it had been during the nineteenth century.  On the contrary, studies of male prostitution 
during the post-war period displayed a complete disregard for ‘drag’ prostitution, so much so 
that later commentators, have viewed the absence of ‘drag’ prostitutes in social scientific 
narratives as some sort of conceptual or methodological flaw characteristic of earlier studies 
(see Gonsiorek et al. 1994: 247).  The second event, which was interconnected with the first, 
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was the classification of the male prostitute as a heterosexual.  It was not argued that all male 
prostitutes were heterosexual, however it was assumed that most were. 
 
The development of a scientific understanding of male prostitution allowed for the instigation of 
a double movement that might be referred to as the sexualisation/masculinisation of the male 
prostitute, which promoted the idea that the male prostitute was a young victim of powerful 
perverts.  The term is used to highlight the importance of sexual identity in structuring a 
normative discourse on male prostitution, noting that judgements concerning the sexual identity 
of male prostitutes have been grounded in discourses of gender.   The process of sexualisation/ 
masculinisation dramatised earlier moral narratives of male prostitution which were 
subsequently rationalised within scientific discourses.  The definition of male prostitution was 
expanded to incorporate a variety of behaviours that had previously been classified as 
something other, or had previously gone undocumented.  Male prostitutes were not only marked 
out from the wider population, but they also came to be internally divided and hierarchically 
distributed along normalising scales.  It became possible to speak not only of ‘male prostitutes’ 
but also of specific ‘types’ of male prostitute.  
 
Classificatory Schemes 
 
Prostitutes have been classified according to their place of work in scientific reportage on male 
prostitution.  Place of work is thought to denote something about the nature of the male 
prostitute, work environments being closely associated with sexuality. Males who prostitute in 
public spaces have typically been represented as masculine and, correspondingly, this is taken to 
indicate that they are heterosexual.  In contrast, males who prostitute in private spaces have 
been represented as effeminate/homosexual.  
 
While all forms of male prostitution have been closely associated with exploitation and 
degradation, certain ‘types’ of male prostitute have been marked as more socially problematic 
than others. Male prostitutes have generally been divided into five general categories: street 
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prostitutes; bar/club prostitutes; brothel workers/parlour prostitutes; escorts/call boys; and kept-
boys.  Given the concerns of the paper, an account of the construction of each of these types 
would be impractical and would not necessarily serve to further the general argument I wish to 
make concerning such classifications, which is that male prostitution has been organised and 
hierarchically ordered with reference to cultural constructions of masculinity.  This argument 
will be largely developed with reference to two of the categories: the street prostitute and the 
kept-boy.  The street prostitute has come to typify public varieties of male prostitution, while 
the kept-boy has typified private varieties of male prostitution.  The two classifications have 
been particularly durable in scientific accounts of male prostitution, and it would seem that 
more recent classifications of male prostitution have evolved from these two primary 
classifications.  
 
Public prostitution has long drawn the gaze of scientific investigators examining male 
prostitution. Narratives of public prostitution have been highly influential, the public prostitute 
being transformed into the normative representation of the male prostitute.  Images of the public 
prostitute have dominated the scientific literature concerned with male prostitution to the point 
of saturation. Prior to the 1970s, few researchers distinguished between male prostitutes who 
worked the ‘streets’ and those who worked in bars and clubs (see Ginsburg 1967).  Recently, 
much more attention has been focussed on male bar/club prostitution, most broad narratives of 
male prostitution making some mention of this variety of prostitution (see Gonsiorek et al. 
1994; Perkins and Bennet 1985: 9), some studies having focussed on it in detail (see Luckenbill 
1986).  Although distinctions have recently been drawn between bar/club prostitution and street 
prostitution, each has been constructed in much the same way, it being possible to define both 
as public prostitution.  The term ‘public prostitute’ is used here to refer to those prostitutes who 
have been described by  researchers as street workers, ‘hustlers’, trade, rollers and rent boys.  
Such terms have been employed to describe a broad range of men identified as male prostitutes, 
some of whom stand along curbs in urban areas, soliciting passing motorists and pedestrians, 
and others who might frequent ‘beats’. 
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Until recently, public prostitutes have been almost exclusively portrayed as heterosexual, having 
been identified by researchers as being ‘hyper-masculine’.  The street represents a masculine 
space, presumedly tough, violent and non-accommodating.  The ‘paradox’ of public 
prostitution, in which a heterosexual is found to be engaged in homosexual conduct, has led 
researchers to represent them as victims of homosexual seduction. Studies have asserted that the 
public prostitute is seduced or coerced into prostitution rather than choosing to engage in such 
behaviour.  They are thought to have been forced into prostitution through a desperation to 
survive, their entry into prostitution facilitated by an alleged confused sexual state and general 
psychological fragility. The notion of the heterosexual forced into sex with older men 
corresponded with medical and criminological discourses of homosexuality, and their themes of 
child-adult sexual exploitation. 
 
As with female prostitution, public prostitution involving males has been depicted by 
researchers as the most dangerous and least profitable form of male prostitution.  Drawing on 
images of youth-as-trouble, the young street prostitute has been characterised as a delinquent, 
seeking to exploit homosexuals as an easy source of cash through blackmail, assault and 
robbery (see Jersild 1956).  Public prostitution has been considered the ‘lowest level’ in a career 
of prostitution, researchers claiming public prostitutes rate their work negatively and have poor 
relations with customers (see Ginsburg 1967, and Caukins and Coombs1976).   
 
The term ‘private prostitution’ is employed here to describe prostitution that has been 
designated as homosexual within scientific research concerned with male prostitution.  In the 
literature, the ‘kept-boy’ has typically been representative of a homosexual male prostitute, 
although in recent research call-boys and escorts have also been depicted as homosexual or 
bisexual.  As such, the term private prostitution could be used to refer to representations of kept-
boys, escorts and call-boys.  Indeed, these categories often appear to be integrated in the early 
scientific literature concerned with male prostitution, and were not clearly demarcated until the 
1970s, with the advent of a range of revisionist works that sought to provide a more 
sophisticated and ‘accurate’ classificatory representation of male prostitution in the wake of gay 
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liberationist inspired revisionism.  It was during this period that call-boys and escorts began to 
emerge as clear, distinct categories of prostitute, appearing in the literature as successful, or 
what is perhaps better termed, ‘professional prostitutes’. During the same period, as interest in 
the professional prostitute grew, interest in the kept-boy correspondingly waned.  The 
professional prostitute came to represent the mature face of male prostitution, a man who had 
wilfully chosen prostitution as a career alternative.  Meanwhile, the kept-boy, who had once 
also been the wilful participant in male prostitution, gradually disappeared from the literature 
concerned with male prostitution, transformed like other young prostitutes into a victim (most 
often depicted as a ‘runaway’ in recent times) of men who were now described as paedophiles.   
 
In early scientific literature the term ‘kept-boy’ was often used by researchers to signify a 
homosexual prostitute (often young and immature) who was supported and provided for 
(monetarily or otherwise) by an older male for, usually, an extended period of time.  In contrast 
to street prostitution, relationships with ‘clients’ developed into semi-permanent, long-term 
relationships, where intimate contact replaced anonymity.  The passive nature of the kept-boy 
was signified through references to his inability to engage in ‘productive’ or ‘real’ work. The 
kept-boy was presented as a degenerate, a perpetual child who failed to evolve into a man.  
 
Researchers claimed that private prostitution represented the pinnacle of a ‘deviant career’ 
within male prostitution. And yet, the process by which a ‘boy’ became ‘kept’ was typically 
characterised as a drift into degeneracy, graphically portrayed with repeated references to 
unconstrained consumption and excessive narcissism. The effeminate character of the kept-boy 
was emphasised in the portrayal of him as an unproductive consumer, given over to an ‘easy’ 
life.  The private prostitute was materialistic and vain — a ‘woman’ in a man’s body.  
 
Female prostitution has typically been presented as problematic because of its public 
associations and lack of affection and long term commitment.  Private acts of male prostitution 
often have few, if any, of the qualities that have raised female prostitution as a governmental 
concern.  It is likely that private prostitution was found to be problematic because it often 
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appeared to represent a relationship between two men that appeared to verge on recreating 
heterosexual domesticity.  Private prostitution contrasted with public prostitution, which was 
typically structured around irregular or one-off contacts between ‘strangers’. What was 
problematic here was that one male appeared to be in a dependent or ‘passive’ role.  Private 
prostitution was negatively evaluated not for the reason typical with prostitution — that it broke 
with the codes of heterosexual romantic love — but what was more troubling was that it 
appeared to mimic the idealised constructions of love between men and women.  
 
While the public prostitute came to represent a victim in narratives of prostitution, the private 
prostitute more closely resembled the earlier understanding of the prostitute as pervert. We are 
not allowed to sympathise with the kept-boy.  While other prostitutes have been forced, tricked, 
seduced or coerced into prostitution, we are led to believe that the kept-boy, regardless of what 
may have initially lead him into prostitution, has been a wilful participant in his own demise.  
He persevered with a career in prostitution, or simply entered into it, in pursuit of material 
reward and self-gratification.   
 
Aetiological Dimensions 
 
Early  research often carried the claim that the incidence of male prostitution was increasing in 
epidemic proportions in urban centres, resulting from deteriorating social standards.  (Kinsey et 
al. 1948: 596; Deisher et al. 1969: 396; Caukins and Coombs 1976: 450). Two explanations 
were provided for the increase in male prostitution, each of which provided an aetiological 
framework by which the activity was given meaning.  The first was grounded in discourses 
relating to adolescence, and drew upon socio-environmental aetiological claims.  Causality here 
was reduced to peer seduction, which explained male prostitution as resulting from inadequate 
socialisation and socio-cultural deprivation.  
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Benjamin and Masters (1964: 291), in their broad-ranging study of prostitution, brought 
together some of the central claims of peer seduction theories, claiming most younger 
prostitutes (defined as being 12 to 14 years of age) were members of ‘juvenile gangs’.  They 
argued that having been “coerced into prostitution by their somewhat older gang leaders...they 
may function as decoys, luring homosexuals to places where other gang members may 
overpower and rob them, sometimes with serious and even fatal consequences for the 
homosexual”. In this account it is the gang that has exploited and coerced innocence; it is the 
gang that corrupted and seduced. The reason for the adolescent’s initial association with a 
juvenile gang was not always made clear.  Often familial breakdown was blamed, the family 
either failing to nurture or protect the individual. Within peer seduction narratives, the male 
prostitute commonly appears as a work-shy juvenile delinquent — the archetypal youth-in-
trouble  (Harris 1973: 29). 
 
The second framework for understanding the aetiological dimensions of male prostitution 
derives from post-war narratives that sought to explain homosexual desire from a psycho-social 
perspective, within fields such as psychology, psychoanalysis and psychiatry.  It was argued 
that male prostitution was an outcome of homosexual seduction, which implied that it was 
caused by elderly perverts preying on the young and innocent/ignorant. Central to theories of 
homosexual seduction has been the idea that the majority of ‘homosexual’ men have an acute 
predilection for young heterosexual males.  This narrative framework would have it that ‘boys’ 
are seduced by ‘homosexuals’ with the aid of gifts or rewards of some sort, it being assumed 
they are set up early in life in a pattern that is to persist into adulthood (see Russell 1971; Allen 
1980; Boyer and James 1983; Boyer 1989; Redding 1989; Janus, Scanlan and Pierce 1984). 
Male prostitution, thus, become a means of initiation into a homosexual subculture. 
 
Homosexual seduction frameworks have often assumed a causal link between childhood sexual 
assault and homosexual behaviour in adults and/or a future life in prostitution.  Homosexual 
behaviour has linked with mishap, accident or coercion.  As such it has been considered to be an 
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abnormal state, opposed to heterosexual desire, which was closely associated with romantic 
love. Recent studies have found a high incidence of childhood and early adolescent sexual abuse 
among male prostitutes which has led researchers to correlate the experience of child abuse with 
the development of commercial sexual activity (see Fisher, Weisburg and Marotta 1982; 
Badgley 1985; Coleman 1989).  Because male prostitution has been frequently represented as 
an unequal exchange between older and younger males, it has legitimated views that 
intergenerational sex is exploitative, coercive or abusive.  This view has figured prominently 
within the literature concerned with male prostitution, despite the occasional appearance of 
contradictory accounts.
4
 
 
Homosexual seduction narratives represent the male prostitute (characterised as a young 
heterosexual) as a helpless victim, his relative isolation and powerlessness contrasted to the 
presentation of clients (characterised as homosexual predators) as well-organised and powerful.  
This representation owes much to the idea that male prostitution is an activity that involves 
young men selling themselves to older men.  While sexual ambiguity has been excused on the 
part of adolescents, sexual desire has been depicted as more static in adults, the adoption of a 
sexual role being one prerequisite of a mature adult sexuality.  Behaviour viewed as error on the 
part of youth has been deemed culpable on the part of adults.  Thus it has been understood that 
male prostitutes are to be provided humane forms of therapeutic treatment to correct their 
actions, while their clients have been considered less responsive to rehabilitative treatment.   
 
In stark contrast to female prostitution, the clients of male prostitutes have been rendered as 
visible as the prostitute in research on male prostitution, and have, like the prostitute, been 
classified according to normative standards. The clients of male prostitutes have often been 
made to appear effeminate, in contrast to the stereotypical image of the male prostitute as a 
masculine hustler.  Early studies of male prostitution frequently placed the client within the 
broad and encompassing category of ‘homosexual’.  Perhaps then, not surprisingly, it has 
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frequently been claimed that the client of the male prostitute is likely to suffer a range of 
psychological disorders and behavioural inadequacies (see Caukins and Coombs 1976).  
 
Two phases may be distinguished in the construction of the ‘client’ whereby he first became a 
‘pervert’ (a homosexual to be distinguished from heterosexuals), and later a ‘pervert among 
perverts’ (a sub-species of homosexual to be distinguished from ‘normal homosexuals’).  For 
those writing on male prostitution, the male prostitute catered to unattractive, ageing, vain and 
selfish homosexuals who were alienated from ‘conventional gay’ and ‘heterosexual’ society.  
Their alienation was signified by a inability to love others. Instead they were depicted as 
vampiric predators, driven in search of young souls to satisfy insatiable lusts.  The clients of 
male prostitutes became symbolic of a kind of extreme degeneration.  Clients were typically 
presented as ‘sex starved’ men who ‘bribed or coerced’ ‘young and innocent’ boys into 
homosexual practices.  (see Hauser 1962: 50; West 1977: 227). 
 
Drift and Decay 
 
Peer and homosexual seduction frameworks are frequently integrated within accounts of male 
prostitution (see Weisburg 1985).  Often research has not sought to privilege one framework 
over another, comfortably appropriating elements of each to explain various aspects of male 
prostitution.  These frameworks, when placed alongside each other, are not antagonistic but, 
instead, operate in a complementary fashion, each asserting the claims of the other.  They each 
de-legitimate homoerotic desire by denying the agency of the prostitute.  Male prostitution is 
taken up either as a result of seduction, coercion, socialisation, or economic reward.  
Homosexual desire is made to appear unnatural in relation to heterosexual desire, which is at 
once normalised and reified.  Reduced to the simplest form, peer aetiological narratives would 
have it that youth are in need of control, whilst homosexual aetiological narratives would have it 
that they are to be protected.   
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In both peer and homosexual seduction narratives, the prostitute appears to ‘drift’ into a career 
of prostitution, having little control over their circumstances (Harris 1973: 18).  The drift 
resulted in the male prostitute coming to resemble the client of prostitution (supposedly a 
‘homosexual’) both physically and mentally.  So it was that ‘inversion’ reproduced itself, the 
formerly masculine ‘hustler’ gradually becoming emasculated through continual same-sex 
sexual contact.  The hyper-masculine body of the ‘hustler’ (commonly represented as virile and 
beautiful in his preliminary state) was transformed into the feminised, polluted body of the 
client.  Thus an apparently ‘healthy’ heterosexuality was contrasted with a diseased 
homosexuality by a sleight of hand (see Caukins and Coombs 1976, Deisher et al. 1969). 
Because most male prostitutes were deemed ‘innocent’ and to be lacking in agency, there was 
an imperative to intervene before such a metamorphous might occur. 
 
Within scientific discourses of male prostitution, aetiological perspectives developed that 
secured and reinforced the idea that the male prostitute was more to be pitied than punished.  A 
tradition exists in the scientific literature on male prostitution which has argued against the 
criminalisation of male prostitutes and sought the development of ‘humane’ practices which 
would reform anomalous behaviours. An erratic, unstructured and unfulfilling lifestyle would be 
transformed through a promise of stability and permanence provided by legitimate work and a 
heterosexual lifestyle, usually placed within the confines of the familial setting (see Craft 1966; 
Deisher et al. 1969; Russell 1971; Caukins and Coombs 1976).  The approach to governing 
male prostitution sought to intervene to protect and reimpose structure where normative orders 
had been diverted.    
 
Since the publication of Butts’ (1947) study, measures for controlling male prostitution have 
primarily involved psychoanalytic and behavioural forms of treatment. The settings for 
treatment have included: correctional centres; in-patient hospitals; residential or group homes; 
outpatient forms of treatment; and the provision of social services, employment training, and 
educational courses. The treatment of the male prostitute involved educating the ignorant, and 
transforming the work-shy into productive workers (see Gandy and Deisher 1970).  Such 
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initiatives, although initially incorporating ‘experts’, had the long-term strategic direction of 
equipping individuals so that they would be self-governing and responsible subjects.  These 
initiatives sought to manufacture in young men a bodily culture which emphasised the ‘healthy’ 
virtues of heterosexuality. 
 
Prior to the appearance of HIV/AIDS, male prostitution was primarily understood as a criminal 
or welfare issue, depending on whether or not it was the client or prostitute who was being 
subjected to public scrutiny.  Although, it was not the male prostitute who was to be understood 
as an offender, instead it was the client of male prostitution who was presented as villain and 
polluter, homosexuality being made to appear as a contagion, threatening to spread if left 
unchecked, reproducing itself remorselessly.  This required not only civilising adolescents, but 
also regulating those who threatened to disrupt their normal development. Amongst literature 
concerning male prostitution, nothing more than a brief mention was made of venereal disease.   
 
Male Prostitution as a Public Health Problem 
 
Because of their propensity towards risk-taking behaviours, including substance abuse, 
unsafe sexual behaviours, and prostitution, male prostitutes are likely to serve as a 
recipient of infection and an important epidemiological bridge of transfusion of HIV 
infection from high-risk populations (such as homosexual/ bisexual males and 
intravenous substance users) to the heterosexual population, their wives, partners and 
families (Morse et al. 1991: 535) 
 
In recent times male prostitution has been constituted as a public health concern (see, for 
example, Calhoun and Pickerill 1988; Coates et al. 1988; Couthinho et al. 1988, 1989; Elifson 
et al.1988 Estap et al. 1992; Morse et al. 1992; Simon et al. 1992). The rationale for this 
association between male prostitution and the public health risks might seem obvious and 
justified, given the historical association of female prostitution with contagion, and the more 
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recent classification of homosexuals as a ‘risk-group’ in HIV/AIDS narratives.  However, the 
logic of these associations may be problematised.  A consideration of shifts in discursive 
understandings of male prostitution demonstrates that such associations have been neither 
accidental nor necessary.  
 
HIV/AIDS, because of its construction as a sexually transmitted disease, has justified the re-
examination of unstable subjects who present a careless sexuality and/or fluid gender identity. 
The confusion and ambiguity surrounding male prostitution, which by the 1980s had led many 
researchers to conclude male prostitutes were ‘bisexual’, and the stereotypical representation of 
the prostitute as drug-addicted (again, lacking agency), helped to increase and legitimate fears 
of contagion that were grounded in an association between sex and disease, and fears grounded 
in proximity as opposed to difference.  Increasingly during the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
prostitutes were viewed in epidemiological literature as reservoirs of disease and transmitters of 
infection from the gay population (the ‘original’ source of the virus) to heterosexuals. This 
scenario could not have been imagined had not male prostitutes already been constructed as 
fluid subjects – reformable creatures who vacillated between normality and abnormality.  As 
writers continued to emphasise following the appearance of HIV/AIDS, prostitutes were 
‘normal’ men, many engaged in long-term heterosexual relationships, or married with children.  
The idea that prostitutes were married, were fathers, or were ‘amateurs’ did little to calm fears 
excited by an epidemic that for long periods could leave no identifying signs upon the outer-
body.  The idea that a prostitute could slip ‘unseen’ into the general population created much 
anxiety within epidemiological quarters.  For example, there has been unprecedented scientific 
interest in the ‘private’ behaviours of prostitutes in the wake of the appearance of HIV/AIDS. 
There has been a tendency in recent studies to argue that male prostitutes are more likely to 
engage in ‘unprotected sex’ during non-commercial encounters with ‘private partners’, an 
observation that is intended to discredit the association of commercial sex with disease (see 
West and de Villeirs 1993; Browne and Minichello 1996). 
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The anxieties inspired by the appearance of the HIV/AIDS epidemic had clear parallels with 
earlier fears that had been associated with syphilis, and involving female prostitutes.  Although, 
anxieties surrounding HIV/AIDS have not merely mirrored earlier fears.  Research into male 
prostitution, which flourished following the appearance of HIV/AIDS, borrowed much of its 
language from earlier epidemiological understandings of female prostitution.  Prior to the 
appearance of HIV/AIDS, studies of male prostitution and sexually transmitted diseases were 
virtually non-existent.  A rare reference may be found in Benjamin and Masters’ study of 
prostitution, which first appeared in 1964: 
 
We are unaware of any disputable data that would indicate what portion of homosexual 
[STD] infections are acquired through contacts with prostitutes and what through contacts 
with non-prostitutes.  What is certain is that many male hustlers freely admit to having been 
repeatedly infected; the presumption among homosexuals and medical authorities alike is 
that they are a major source of venereal disease dissemination among the homosexual 
population (Benjamin and Masters 1964: 310). 
 
Two points may be made concerning the above passage.  The first is that it was the public 
prostitute who, like his female equivalent, was accorded a polluting status. This identification of 
hustlers as ‘high-risk’ has persisted in more recent studies of male prostitution (see Graaf et al. 
1994).  The second point is that in this early narrative the male prostitute was assumed to only 
pose a threat to the ‘homosexual population’. The danger, which has recently been associated 
with male prostitution, is grounded in the post-war re-construction of sexual desire as fluid and 
malleable, male prostitutes increasingly came to be regarded during the 1960s and 1970s as 
heterosexual or bisexual.   
 
The conceptualisation of male prostitution as a public health problem has only amplified its 
significance within governmental discourses. Male prostitution is now a problem which 
involves not only young men, but also women and unborn children.  While female prostitution 
has also been categorised as a public health problem in relation to HIV/AIDS, cultural 
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understandings of gender have allowed for female prostitution to be considered differently from 
male prostitution.  While the danger of female prostitution was grounded in relation to the 
amount of sex a prostitute engaged in (promiscuity), the danger of male prostitution was 
typically grounded in relation to the type of sex engaged in.   Thus in epidemiological literature 
on prostitution there has been a tendency to count the activities of female prostitutes, while 
documenting the behaviour of male prostitutes.  
 
Concluding Comments 
 
Scientific procedures have rendered the male prostitute’s body a stable object, subject to 
normalising interventions which seek to understand it in its individuality and in its relationship 
with numerous other bodies occupying ‘the social’, through techniques of relation and 
comparison.  Objectified, the body of the male prostitute is made pliable and docile, subject to 
categorisation and classification, being fitted into specific cultural identities.  The body of the 
prostitute is thus eternalised, rendered a mere signifier in the service of discourses of sexuality 
and gender as the history of its production is made invisible.  
 
The sexualisation/masculinisation of male prostitution has allowed for prostitutes to be graded 
into types according to their degree of departure from idealised norms of masculinity.  This 
process allowed for the creation of multiple understandings of prostitution, each secured within 
a normalising scale of divergence.  Accordingly, there has been a general trend over the last 
fifty years to represent the identity of the prostitute as fluid.  This has not lessened or 
diminished governmental concerns about prostitution, but has highlighted and amplified the 
‘risks’ which have been associated with prostitution in biopolitical discourses. 
 
                                                 
1
 Biopolitics is concerned with subjects as members of the population, in which issues of sexual, 
reproductive and individual conduct interconnect with issues of national policy and power 
(Foucault 1990: 136-144; Gordon 1991: 5).  For a discussion of the concept of normalisation, 
see Foucault (1991: 177-194). 
 
2
 ‘Male prostitution’ was referred to in the first large scale nineteenth century studies of 
prostitution (Parent-Duchâtelet 1836).  Early criminological, medical, social scientific and 
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evangelical works concerned with female prostitution were inclined to make passing remarks 
concerning male prostitution, and the early pioneers of sexology made some mention of male 
prostitution in their work, despite failing to discuss it in any detail or depth (see Bloch 1909; 
Hirschfeld 1956). 
 
3
 Recent research has sampled more varied populations to present a sophisticated cross-cultural 
understanding of male prostitution  (Aggleton 1999; Schifter 1998). 
 
4
 The association between male prostitution and child sexual abuse in both popular and 
academic narratives has remained a consistent feature of the literature on male prostitution.  In 
recent research characterisations of the young male prostitute and the young ‘runaway’ have 
been conflated, there being no distinction drawn between prostitution and child sexual abuse 
(see Perks 1986; O’Mahony 1988; Philpot, 1990).  
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